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On the morning of March 27th, 2011, 72 people fled Tripoli on an 
inflatable boat, expecting to reach the Italian island of Lampedusa. 
Instead, though, their boat ran out of fuel and rather than being res- 
cued by one of the many vessels in these highly surveilled waters, the 
boat drifted for 14 days until all but 11 of the passengers perished. 
Survivors recount various points of contact with the external world 
during their ordeal, such as a military helicopter lowering a few pack- 
ets of biscutts and bottles of water. No vessel chose to provide any 
assistance whatsoever to the passengers. The events, as recounted by 
those aboard the Left-to-Die Boat, appeared to constitute a severe 
violation of the legal obligation to provide assistance to any person 
in distress at sea. 


= Forensic Architecture 





the left-to-die boat 


a reckoning 
a recitation 
a dirge 


an imprint 

















syn*co*pe 
/'siNGkapé/ 





noun 


the omission of sounds or letters from within a word, e.g, when 
probably is pronounced 'prable 


























ic, a change of rhythm and shift of accent when 
ally weak beat is stressed 








were 


38 maritime 
all ocular 


vessels 
if they chose to be 


17 





if you’ve decided that 
we're 


black mules 
mules we know 
are not 

meant 

for 

rescue 


we subalterned 

we 72 are human 

we 72 are oil slick and black 
hungry for a spot of water, bread 
recognition as human 
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our skin — that which contains us — 
is exposed to the high 
exacting sun 


We thought this orb was god seeing us 


19 





there were 38 maritime vessels 
they were all ocular if they chose to be 


let us establish a fact: 
eyes are for seeing 
naming is for subjugating 


a vantage is an equivocated belief 
a border is shorthand for retreat 




















ome said it was a tragedy 
s if there were no fault to lay 
mean the faultless stars 


le vessels — some we can name: 
éndez Nunez 


Eritrean Ethiopian Nigerian 
Sudanese Ghanaian 


the things they confiscate: our water, our food, 
SIM cards, our jewelry 


every 4 hours 
for 10 days 

math a facsimile 
ur need 
$ Our waning living 
udentified helicopter 
its and water by rope 

yh aph us on mobiles 

w us through binoculars 

‘is the Cypriot vessel 


an fishing boats 








we are too black 


too abject 
our yearning too evident 
the ugliness of our need 


we waited for an aristeia 
supposed it would come 

some mighty force would 
belie what 

the fates wrought us 


it was agonizing 


imagine: 

all our hope a 

warped vessel 

our bodies mere deadweight 








our bodies became deadweight 
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the left-to-die boat 
the demarcated 
boomerang 

this sliver 

the rhapsody 
syncopated 
arrhythmic 
anachronistic 

and exact 


time is a heavenly host 
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time is a heavenly host 
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A recitation of new prayers: 


My God my bright abyss into which all my longing will not go once more I 
come to the edge of all I know and believing nothing believe in this 





most of us seek a just containment 

some pillars 

some strictures 

amid the freedom to guide us 

and in the end some ash scattered or a pine casket 





most of us seek a just containment 
who can blame U8 


26 









lat is holy is holy 
at is holy is holy 


were imbued with our honed light 


ider if these deaths show that god doesn’t want us 
nder if these deaths show that god doesn’t want us 


is time spent convincing you we’re human 


27 


time ruptured and folded 
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s ruptured and folded 
‘came to photograph us 
asphodels blossomed we had no caskets 


ing in the sea alchemizes 


jollo sun god we beseech a relenting 
nce a low sun something less searing 


Iw god is god is god is god 

we don’t need to see 
his might 

W god is god is god is god 

we don’t need to see 
his might 


oment just his fulcrum 
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What is a border if not a referendum on the changing light? 
A requisition — the casting of the day to night? 
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rs for the bygone prayers 


that connotes the servitude of hope 


ation of new prayers: 
pho patron of our timely rescue 


as the sun’s residue 
dus on an able vessel 
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I have seen my brothers meet a most brutal casual end 


You may die a brutal death 
the brutality being the happenstance 


a love that leeches 
enshrouds the past 
and this moment 
just the same 


everything in the sea alchemizes 
we had a premonition 
everything in the sea alchemizes 


a palimpsest illuminates 


how our matriline bore witness 


we are all burdened 

we are all bevvied 

there is a lonely comfort in this 
in the collective badblood of us 
and in the congenital isthmus 
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ies begin their descent: 


1. photokeratitis 

2. an overwhelming listlessness in the 
knowledge that god forgot us 

3. we forgot our best prayers 

. our full lips bleeding and creased 


33 


time ruptured and folded 


we wanted to be alive long 
enough to bear witness 


we believed in the myths evocative of being free 
evocative of a good god 

the myths held us capaciously we needed them 
everyone needs 

the thing that holds them and 

the thing that sets them free 
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manifest in the keen discrete heat 
the distance 

: reflection of the 

x0 the contents 

Las mules 

wules as mules 


bearing its urgent weight 
came to photograph us 
asphodels blossomed we had no caskets 


It water licks my ankles 
ter days we'd dance by the shore 


are human 
are oil slick and black still 
y | or a spot of water, bread 


A 


ition as human 


we ingested the new maps 


a5 





































































































a recrimination along the vestigial coast 
a recrimination as we board the vessel 
residual is just to say what is left of us 


We began as 72 ascendants 

by that I mean we were a collective many 
each bound for greatness merely 

in the fact that we were each still living 


O brother, do not idly count the diminishing numbers 
that is us perishing 

in a conflagration of hateful ways 

our countenance — our beatific latitude of holiness 
beleaguered as we drifted on the vessel 

our faces 

our faces gesticulate in our Zodiac 

contorted at death 

or our faces simply now at rest 
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were 38 maritime vessels 
were all ocular if they chose to be 












ir hope a twisted vessel 
bodies merely deadweight 


spared me I will never know why 
I never know why my dapple fate 
apling of it chose 


id me to bear the deadweight 
I my brothers dying 


ig is a clever way to delineate 
mned from the saved 
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you broke us 

in the shirking 

all of you 

ocular 

and bore deep into the fissure 
of some of us are worth 
saving and some just the dying 


all along we were disavowed 

we just didn’t know it 

black mules are not worth the rescue 
no ones hears their urgent braying 


time ruptured and folded 


it is a matter of orientation 
leaving the hold in Gorée 
for Greene County 

or leaving Tripoli and 
bound for Lampedusa 
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fer time the sun bore 


wn ecstatic force 


he raw circularity of time 
sretense of its linearity 
we see through it 
liac doubled back 
‘Ipoli 



































































































































we were an abstraction in the water 
merely a composite of all images 

a conflagration of songbirds? 

more like an ugly burden 


our lives were cinematic 

base needs transcend borders: 
bread 
water 
protection from sun 
shields from the elements 


pragmatically we should disgorge 
the bodies 

please don’t make us 

sack our mothers 

we need her 

everwarmth evertouch everlife 
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we bore the weight together, will it always stay with us? 
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the borders were indiscreet 
the lines all dissolved 

all mired in some indecision 
the edges so discordant 


we could invent our own language 
as a way to winnow the time 

as a way to mark the moments 

as a way to remind us 

we are 

worthy of time 
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God moves with his own logic 


ld need just a few words 





use all the language of acquiescence 


I’m sorry, we didn’t see you, these are international 
waters, it was too risky, we didn't receive the rescue signals, 
you just don't matter 


ised all the language of enclosure 
loyed all the language of ascendant maroons 


43 


{ 

I) \ 
i 
1 








we've evacuated any object non-essential. 
keep what is holy is holy, 
will bury the bodies. 


We pray any litany of prayers that will keep us 


Sleep with God, rise with God, 
he will heed, he will field 
seventy-seven badnessess 

if they cross me in my sleep, 

on the road, on the crossroad, 

on the fire, on the bonfire, 

uf they cross me, if they strike me, 
seventy-seven badnesses 


the form kept changing 

we like things that alchemize — 
new countries 

maritime boundaries 

our own capable bodies 

our bones fused 

we tried ourselves to become a 
hulking vessel 
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e abandonment is uncivilized 
a unequivocated commentary 
n our humanity 


fe were foregrounded 
e were grounded in the fact that 
rders sometimes bend toward us 


e prayers themselves became rank 


g did 


prayers so astringent 
rbic 
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don’t call this a tragedy 

you know an exact language 

the ways you exculpate when the 
violence is stated 


we give you some new words: 
catastrophe 
calcified violence 
this is vile 
left to die 
nothing slippery 
in the elements 
38 times 
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the badnesses delivered to our vessel: 


1. burned retinas 

2. death of our firstborn 

3. submergence in the water 
4. abandonment 

5. denied food and beverage 


uis is violence no shame reconciles 
© not now implore our remittance 


= don’t know the provenance 

our own materiality 

it we thought us luminous in that 
} were each born under the 

led light of some stars 


Siege gripped us 
raculously 


4 anyone who is living is living, 
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I liked the holiness of it 
the fact that it leeched 
and made us golden 


we built our image from 
rubble — recast it as we saw fit 
then in the thick of it 
remembered we were 


drifting on the vessel 


we didn’t perish in a storm 
no great or weary hand of god 
we met deliverance in the calm 


all 38 vessels each 

has its own way of reckoning 
with the events 

of reckoning with how 

they didn’t want to 

save us 


the borders are mutable 


the dereliction 

— leaving us to our 

small fates 

O here we are just 
drifting 

O here we are just drifting 
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the waters almost sound gentle and loving 
nothing like a coming mooring 

the territory of country 

the landscape — 

nation stamped: 

“if lungs collapse 

resuscitate” 
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we were electric 
fervent 

planning our first 
remittances to 
Asmara 

and how we'd feed 
our able mothers 


we would navigate the waters 
the journey 19 hours 

for just as long as we needed 
and when the gas let up 

we'd beckon the rescue 


we didn’t expect that they wouldn’t come 
we have encumbered all the badnesses 


the extremity of the natural world 
how unrelenting the light can be 
how fissured the dark 

how gaping 

its own ecstatic force 


the circularity in that time 
is so confounding 

when each vessel chose to 
see us and 

chose to 

do nothing 
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started to doubt that we were human 
thout mirrors it is impossible 

to know what we are reflecting 

some vastness 

our images refract 

we doubted our own humanity because 
the rescue boats 

each of them 

saw something we couldn’t see 


irked us 


fe started to doubt that we were human 
out mirrors it is impossible 

9 know what we are reflecting 

ome vastness 

ur images refract 

ie doubled down on our humanity because 
1e rescue boats each of them 


the abandonment was a heavyweight 
we bore a new shame 
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have faced all the torments — 
bad situations 
exploitations 


theft 
unmitigated ire for my dark skin 


insistence that we just die 
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we looked to the cormorants 
tried to see how they survived 
sought their information 

as they were still alive 


we were keen to transmute 
cormorants, storm petrels — the smallest seabirds 


the waterfowl came with their dirges 
they were gentle in their language 
count us now we’re 13 


we then implore Saint Anthony of Padua 
Patron Saint of Lost Things 
Patron Saint of Sailors at Sea 


God is my witness 

he turned his back to us 
every day in minor ways 
every day the boat quaked 
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this signals the finish 

the diminished waning breaths 
he ocular eyes that saw nothing 
anti-witness 

> grand aftermath 


et us become winged 
$ a cruel trick 


we live with the wreckage 
not the question of how 
simply 

we live with the wreckage 
we are the ruin 
meanwhile 

we are not ruined 

the asphodels still blossom 


the asphodels still blossom 


but allow me this great sorrow 
let it hang heavy at my nape 

I ingest the immortal flower 
everyone succumbed 

O the great happenstance 
someone to play god’s hand 
or god playing god’s hand 

or god, our absent god 





time is a heavenly host time is a heavenly host 
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the heavenly host 
can’t deliver at the 
nd of the day 


these riven two weeks 
he two weeks where we drifted 
ur distress calls like urgent plovers 


ve subalterned 

we 72 are human 

ve 72 are oil slick and black 
ungry for a spot of water, bread 
cognition as human 

jw we are 9 

of the damned 

le disposed 

1e meant to die the left to die 
ie 9 of us remain 

meone of us chosen 

ard to reconcile when 

= are broken 


m le said it was a tragedy 
if there were no fault to lay 
nean the faultless stars 
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the vessels, some we can name: 
Méndez Niinez 


Borsini 
We are Eritrean, Ethiopian, Nigerian, Sudanese, Ghanaian 


all the things they confiscated: our water, our food, our SIM 
cards, our wedding bands 


The Maritime Rescue Coordination Centre in Rome 
sent calls 
every 4 hours 
for 10 days 
the math a facsimile 
of our need 
maps our waning living 
an unidentified helicopter 
lowers 
biscuits and water by rope 
they photograph us on mobiles 
and view us through binoculars 


there is the Cypriot vessel 
Italian 

Tunisian fishing boats 

we are too black 

too abject 


our yearning too evident 
the ugliness of our need 
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no rest for the near dead 

no way to see how one day again 
ye will be luminous 

are so spent 


various empires 
an assemblage of mutating 


they slope and are dialectic 


ve are so thirsty 
gine 


ur failed states 

ugly 

ot even god loves us 

ar wedding bands, documents, SIM cards 
‘olen, these our last assets lifted 


€ incant a copious wide umbrage 
ley force us to board another vessel 
€ shield our eyes from the stagnant fissure of ocean 





O Sappho near to your island we beseech 
near your island we beseech 


the borders materialize and 

we missed it 

not for lack of seeing but because it 
ever shifts 


we'd like to live until we’re at least 30 
it may seem arbitrary 

but that’s when all the little bones fuse 
so that is saying something 


the catalogue of our lives 
the catalogue of failures 


we were damned from the start 


O the raw circularity of time 

the pretense of its linearity 

but how we see through it 

our Zodiac doubled back to Tripoli 


O the raw circularity of time 
the pretense of it being linear 
everyone alive is liminal 
some more than others 
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e fill our pockets with missives and 


n to My Dumb Earth” 
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every death so normalized 
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we live with the wreckage 
not the question of how 


simply 
we live with the wreckage 
ve are the ruin 


he asphodels still blossom 


he asphodels still blossom 

ut allow me this great sorrow 
t it hang heavy at my nape 
‘ingest the immortal flower 


5 


) the great happenstance 


time is a heavenly host 
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The Syncope Notebook 


the texts & talks of Syncope 


While writing Syncope, I listened to these short talks and watched these 
documentaries: 


= “Liquid Traces—The Left-to-Die Boat Case.” Directed by 
Charles Heller and Lorenzo Pezzani. Online access: https:// 
www.forensic-architecture.org/case/left-die-boat/ 


= Ellie Ga. Ephemeroptere 2017/#6. Thyssen-Bornemisza Art 
Contemporary. July 7, 2018. Published on February 26, 2018. 
Online access: _https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K8jD- 
FZuDg6s&feature=youtube 


= “The Black Outdoors: Fred Moten & Saidiya Hartman 

at Duke University.” Duke Franklin Humanities Institute. 
Published on Oct 5, 2016. Online access: https://www.youtube. 
com/watch?v=t_tUZ6dybre 


= The three “syncope” definitions that appear at the beginning 
of this book are culled from the New York Public Library Pod- 
cast: “Masha Gessen and The Stories of a Life, Episode 196.” 
Access online: https://www.nypl.org/blog/2017/12/29/ma- 
sha-gessen-and-stories-life-nypl-podcast-ep-196. A version of 
this talk by Masha Gessen appears as the essay “To Be, Or Not 
To Be” in the New York Review of Books. February 8, 2018. 
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Excerpts from these poems appear in Syncope: 


= Several lines from “My Bright Abyss” appear on page 24. 
Christian Wiman, My Bright Abyss: Meditations of a Modern Believer. 
(Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2013). 


= On page 42 of Syncope, there appears a prayer, which I came 
across in Kapka Kassabova’s Borders: A Journey to the Edge of Eu- 
rope (Graywolf Press, 2017). 


= On page 59, there is a stanza from Kofi Awoonor's poem, 
“Hymn to My Dumb Earth,” as it appears in Known and Strange 
Things by Teju Cole (Random House, 2016). “Hymn to My 
Dumb Earth” originally appears in Kofi Awoonor’s The Prom- 
ise of Hope: New and Selected Poems, 1964-2013 (University of 
Nebraska Press, 2014). 


These reports, papers, and news stories were important guides and resources: 


= The report from Forensic Oceanography about the Left-to-Die 
Boat was a critical document in my understanding of the con- 
ditions that led to the boat’s abandonment, as well as my under- 
standing of how to piece together the events in the immediate 
aftermath. Report on the “Left-to-Die Boat.” Charles Heller, 
Lorenzo Pezzani, and Situ Studio. Forensic Oceanography, part 
of Forensic Architecture, Goldsmiths, University of London. 
April 2012. Online acccess: https://www.fidh.org/IMG/pdf/ 
fo-report.pdf 


= “Lives lost in the Mediterranean Sea: who is responsible?” 
Within this report, Tineke Strik wrote about the “catalogue of 
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failures” that led to the deaths of 63 people aboard the Left-to- 
Die Boat. That language, the “catalogue of failures” appears in 
Syncope as well. 


= “Refugee and migrant flows through Libya on the rise.” 

Report. United Nation High Commission of Refugees (UN- 
HCR). Online access: http:// www.unhcr.org/en-us/news/ 
latest/2017/7/595a470d4/refugee-migrant-flows-libya-rise-re- 
port.html. July 3, 2017. 


~ Maurizio Albahari, Crimes of Peace: Mediterranean Migrations at the 
World's Deadliest Border. (University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015). 


Other Notes 


As Forensic Oceanography relied on the testimony of the Left- 
to-Die boat survivor Dan Haile Gebre’s account of the events 
aboard the vessel and immediately afterward, so, too, does Syncope. 
The narratives of survivors Abu Kurke Kebato, Elias Mohammed 
Kadi, Filmon Weldemichail Teklegergis, Bilal Yacoub Idris, and 
Mohammd Ahmed Ibrhaim also contribute to Forensic Oceanog- 
raphy’s report. 


Father Mussie Zerai is an Eritrean priest who, at the time the Lefi- 
to-Die boat case occurred, was based in the Vatican. Known as 
Father Moses, Zerai emigrated to Italy as a teenager and in his 
twenties joined the Scalabrinian Missionaries, whose “focus for 
the last twenty-five years has been to be migrant with the migrants 
and to be in mission with people on the move along with a special 
priority for the poorest migrants,” and who concern themselves 
with ministering to immigrants (Scalabrinians Mission of St. 


— 


Charles website: http://wwwscalabrinians.org/website/). Father 
Zerai received a call from passengers aboard the Left-to-Die boat, 
which he relayed to the Maritime Rescue Coordination Center in 
Rome, where no rescue efforts appear to have been initiated. 


Read more about Father Zerai in this profile: “The Anchor.” The 
New Yorker. Mattathias Schwartz. April 21, 2014. https://www. 
newyorker.com/magazine/2014/04/21/the-anchor. 


on drift 


The slow, dragging indifference of ‘drift’ and ‘drift’ as personified, 
animated indifference permeate Syncope. So, too, does the idea of 
‘turning’—turning away as an anti-witness or turning toward in an 
effort to give someone or something credence. Ellie Ga’s work, es- 
pecially Strophe, A Turning, which I saw at Bureau Gallery in New 
York in October 2017, helped me unravel some of these ideas. Ellie's 
work remains a resonate echo and a constant guide. 





on the Iliad 


During the 2017-2018 school year, it was my very good fortune 
to teach third grade with Chandra Speeth. As she does each year, 
Chandra taught her students Homer’s the liad, wholly bringing to 
life the tales and their lessons by drawing a long arch between their 
relevance in antiquity and the lasting imprint. The expectation of 
the journey out imbues the /iad and I hope it also does in Syncope. 
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Survivors of the Left-to-Die Boat: 
Kabbadi Asfao Dadi 

Dan Haile Gebre 

Ghirma Halefom 

Mohammd Ahmed Ibrhaim 
Bilal Yacoub Idris 

Mariam Moussa Jamal 

Elias Mohammed Kadi 

Abu Kurke Kebato 

Filmon Weldemichail Teklegergis 
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Existence is never explicable through itself but only through time 


= The Sabbath, Abraham Joshua Heschel 





The marine wind is such that each soul 
Lives according to the drift 


= Think of Lampedusa, Josué Guébo 
translated by Todd Fredson 








Remember your names from when we were green. 
When History was little 


= The Black Mana, Aracelis Girmay 
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